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Discuss the archaeological evidence for social complexity during the Bronze Age in the Near East. Should this be considered a chiefdom or a state?
The Bronze Age in the Levant was a dynamic and turbulent period for the region, with numerous societies interacting with each other. The area covers a vast scope in the East Mediterranean, from the Sinai Peninsula in Egypt all the way to the modern day border between Syria and Turkey (Pfälzner, 2012). Many of these societies at the start of the Bronze Age were individual entities, with some being founded as far back as the Neolithic period (Lloyd, 2012), but over time most would become part of a number of growing kingdoms and empires such as the Egyptians and Hittites (Pfälzner, 2012). Many of these early societies with connections to the Neolithic appear to have been small villages and towns of chiefdoms, with localised crafts with some long distance interaction (Trigger, 2007). However, by the time we get to the Middle and Late Bronze Age, we see that these chiefdoms have become States and that the social complexity of the region is incredibly interconnected and dependent on each other (Trigger, 2007). The three sites that are mentioned in the essay hold high archaeological Importance for a number of reasons, but each shows an aspect of social complexity and in turn, with the guidance of academic theorists, can help to show how small chiefdoms became large states by the end of the Bronze Age.

When early archaeologists and academics examined and began to look at the societies that developed from the late Neolithic and into the Bronze Age, they wanted to understand what differentiated these small agricultural villages from the complex societies that would follow (Childe, 1950). By the mid 20th century, academics like Childe (1950) and Earle (1989) came up with a number of different ways of identifying the difference between a civilised society and a tribe/chiefdom.
Around the fifties, Gordon Childe published his ‘10 point criteria’ for identifying the characteristics of a complex society (Childe, 1950). Some of the criteria included: writing, long distance trade and monumental architecture (Childe, 1950). These criteria are the basis of the idea of ‘Social Complexity’ and studying the interactions between different societies and cultures (Wengrow, 2010). However, despite these criteria working for a number of cultures, they also discriminate other groups due to not every culture fitting into this ‘cookie-cutter’ perspective (Wengrow, 2010). The best example of this is looking at the New World civilisations, as many of the Native American tribes do not meet many of Childe’s criteria, but are still seen as complex societies (Wengrow, 2010).
Earle, like Childe, was also trying to work out a set of criteria, but his aim was in differentiating a tribal chiefdom from a city state/statehood (Earle, 1989). Earle’s theories run into a lot of similar problems in regards to how he classified the two categories. Earle’s work stated that there were a number of factors that differentiated a state from a chiefdom, but primarily it was down to economic and population size (Earle, 1989). This is problematic as population size is largely dependent on geographical location and the resources that are available (Trigger, 2007), which in turn also effects economic growth due to the scarcity or bulk of resources (Trigger, 2007). 

Some of the more recent attempts to distinguish the difference between ‘civilised’ states and chiefdoms were by Trigger and Wengrow who were writing in the 2000s. Both of them were looking at the development of civilisation as a whole and not just in the Near East (Wengrow, 2010), (Trigger, 2007). They both come to a similar agreement that there is no deciding factor whether a civilisation/society is complex or not (Wengrow, 2010), (Trigger, 2007). Wengrow goes into more detail by looking at Childe’s ‘10 points’ and critiquing them, stating that they should be used more as guidelines and as a reference, rather than definitive rules (Wengrow, 2010).

[image: ]The next few paragraphs will examine a number of selected sites from the Levant which best show social complexity. Ugarit was a coastal town, situated in the Northern Levant on the East Mediterranean (modern Northwest Syria) (Wijngaarden, 2002). The city appears to be built on large earthwork defences and has shown signs of continuous inhabitation all the way into the Iron Age (Wijngaarden, 2002). The archaeology from Ugarit is incredibly diverse and displays a vast range of cultures from the East Mediterranean (Wijngaarden, 2002). This is understandable for a coastal town as it would have been an epicentre for East Mediterranean merchants sailing in from the Southern Aegean and Cyprus (Wijngaarden, 2002). This can be seen at the excavations at Minet el Beidha, which was a small harbour town a few miles away from Ugarit (Wijngaarden, 2002). The artefacts from these excavations show how social complexity was at large in Ugarit, due to the amount of imported materials from numerous trading routes (Wijngaarden, 2002). For example, the vast amount of pottery (Figure 1) and an exquisite onical rhyton decorated with an octopus (Wijngaarden, 2002) from Mycenaean Greece indicates that there must have been long distance sea faring trade with the Greeks (Wijngaarden, 2002), while the lid of an ivory pyxis showing what appears to be an animal goddess (Also imaged) shows trade with North Africa and the Far East, due to ivory coming from elephants and rhinos which can be found specifically in these regions (Wijngaarden, 2002). Figure 1:An Ivory pyxis and a Minoan stirrup jar from Ugarit

From the vast collection of imported artefacts and the excavations done in the city, it is plausible to assume that Ugarit is not a chiefdom, but rather a state. Although an odd comparison, Ugarit is like the Polis of Attica, with a main central hub and the surrounding countryside being under direct rule and authority (Boardman, 1991). Also, like Attica, the Athenians had a harbour town close by to their main urban centre (Boardman, 1991). This comparison, although odd, is actually a good guide for comparing traits of a state from a chiefdom, as Attica is seen as a state rather than a chiefdom (Boardman, 1991). Therefore, by making these comparisons, and by examining the material culture excavated from the sites in and around Ugarit, we can deduce that we are dealing with a state rather than a chiefdom, due to the number of similarities there with being a state.

The second site, that will be examined is Jericho. Jericho is probably the most notable and recognisable of the three sites, due to it playing a major role in the Abrahamic faith with the fall of Jericho by the Hebrews led by Joshua (Joshua 6:1-26). However, Jericho is much more than a biblical tale. Jericho is believed to be one of the oldest towns in the Levant, with evidence suggesting it was erected sometime during the Neolithic period (Lloyd, 2012). Excavations of the city, in particular its walls, have been of interest for archaeologists for many years, trying to establish whether the biblical tale was true (Nigro, 2010). Although the walls show social complexity in monumental architecture, they also show that the people were able to conduct predictive sciences and use their understanding of the geography to their advantage. According to Lloyd, the walls on the Western side of Jericho were actually built to protect the city from flash flooding or mudslides rather than protection from its neighbours, which was what was previously thought (Lloyd, 2012). 

[image: Beads]As well as monumental architecture and a large urban settlement, Jericho also has evidence to show that it was part of long distance trade routes in the Near East and had specialist craftsmen. The Ashmolean museum in Oxford has a small but exquisite collection of grave goods from Jericho, dating from the Middle to Late Bronze Age (Moorey, 2005). The collection of grave goods, gifted to the museum from 1954-1956, consists of a number of small items, but they show intricate craftsmanship (Moorey, 2005). Examples include a fired clay juglet believed to be from the Middle Bronze Age (Ashmolean, 2017), a cosmetic jar, that has been painted with branch motifs (Ashmolean, 2017) and a carnelian and glazed ceramic necklace which is shown in Figure 2 (Ashmolean, 2017). The material and craftsmanship of these artefacts shows that there must have been sophisticated trade links between Jericho and the Near East for it to obtain the vast amounts of precious gems to make some of the artefacts such as the necklace (Nigro, 2010). However, it also shows Jericho had some level of organised craftspeople that could produce beautifully made pottery and jewellery of its own (Nigro, 2010). Despite showing traits in the Early Bronze Age that Jericho was a chiefdom, it is reasonable to say that by the Middle and Late Bronze Age, Jericho was a fully-fledged State, due to its strategic geographical location, monumental walls and regional craftsmanship.Figure 2: a carnelian and glazed ceramic necklace, from Ashmolean in Oxford

[image: ]Figure 3: A site plan of Ebla

This final paragraph will examine the archaeology and material culture of Ebla. The city of Ebla was situated in modern North West Syria. The city would later become the kingdom of Ebla by the Middle Bronze Age and control large amounts of Syria and Lebanon (Milano, 1995). Already we can see that Elba meets some of the criteria set by Childe and Earle, having a large urban centre (Figure 3) and the appearance of some form of ruling class for them to have a kingdom ruling over a large dominion (Childe, 1950). 
[image: ]Most notably, the city has produced some of the most exquisite decorated artefacts in the Levant. Traces of lapis lazuli, Egyptian diorite and alabaster have been discovered all around Ebla and show that through vast trading networks in the Near East, Ebla had the capacity to use these minerals for craftsmanship (Matthiae, 2009). However, the most renowned of these crafted works are the Ebla statues, a collection of golden figures (two seen in Figure 4) which appear to show two human characters and another with what appears to be a ram (Matthiae, 2009). The capacity to work with gold indicates a couple of factors to why Ebla is a state rather than a chiefdom. Firstly, the ability to take gold out of circulation and use it for art means that Ebla had a large gold surplus available or it could import it meaning that they were extremely wealthy, something that most chiefdom societies were aware of are unable to do (Matthiae, 2009). Secondly the ability to work with gold is a highly trained craft, suggesting that the people of Ebla have highly skilled craftspeople (Matthiae, 2009). Therefore, Ebla is a state rather than a chiefdom.Figure 4: A lapis lazuli Bull pendent and 3 of the Ebla statues

Another factor which shows that Ebla was more of a state than a chiefdom was the discovery of The Ebla Archive, roughly 7,000 clay tablets with the Sumerian language written on them (Milano, 1995). This meets another one of Childe’s ten points, having a sophisticated writing system (Childe, 1950). There are also a number of reasons as to why the evidence of writing makes Ebla a state and not a chiefdom. Firstly, the texts themselves are a series of King lists, showing the reigns of three kings over a period of around 40- 50 years (Milano, 1995). This shows that there is the presence of a bureaucratic and monarchical class, which in turn shows that this society has a sophisticated social structure unseen in many chiefdoms (Milano, 1995). Secondly, the Sumerian language is most common in Lower Mesopotamia, which suggests that there must have been social complexity between the East Mediterranean and Mesopotamia for them to share a similar language (Milano, 1995). Because of this level of social interaction and complexity between not just the rest of the Mediterranean, but also the Far East, we can imply that we are dealing with a state rather than chiefdom.

It is clear from the archaeological evidence that has been presented, that the three sites may have started out as chiefdoms, but for the majority of the Bronze Age they were fully fledged states. By following the criteria set by Childe, Earle and others, it is clear to see how social complexity has allowed these cities to become states, with clear indications of monumental architecture: Jericho’s walls (Nigro,2010); long distance trade: Ugarit’s Ivory pyxis and Minoan stirrup jars (Ashmolean, 2017); large sprawling urban centres to support a growing population: the kingdom of Ebla (Milano, 1995), and so on. 
However, the debate on what classifies a state and a chiefdom is very blurred, as both Childe’s and Earle’s work have inconsistences regarding how they define what is ‘civilised’ and their work seems to have been based on examples in the East Mediterranean and Mesopotamia (Wengrow, 2010). Although this is the area we are focusing on, many of the cities and towns in the Levant are hard to classify. Jericho is a good example, as although previously stating it is a state, its Neolithic origins show that it was more in line with a chiefdom (Lloyd, 2012). Therefore, it is wise to use the works of Earle and Childe as mere guidelines when we analyse the social complexity of the societies in Bronze Age (Wengrow, 2010). Sadly, despite their dreams of monumentality, many of the societies cities and sites today have been partially destroyed or lost due to the ongoing wars and conflicts that still trouble the region today. It seems that some things never change through time.

Reference List
Ashmolean Museum (2017), Search Results: Jericho. Available at: http://collections.ashmolean.org/collection/search/per_page/25/offset/50/sort_by/date/sort_order/desc/view_as/grid (Accessed: 20th April 2020)

Ashmolean Museum (2017), Beads. Available at: http://collections.ashmolean.org/object/469791 (Accessed: 20th April 2020)

Ashmolean Museum (2017), Cosmetic jar painted with branch motifs on faience. Available at: http://collections.ashmolean.org/object/463603 (Accessed: 20th April 2020)

Ashmolean Museum (2017), Juglet. Available at: http://collections.ashmolean.org/object/466400 (Accessed: 20th April 2020)
Moorey P.R.S. (2005), ‘Ancient Near Eastern Terracottas: With a Catalogue of the Collection in the Ashmolean Museum’, Oxford, Oxford Paperback 

Boardman J. (1991), ‘The Oxford history of the classical world’, Oxford, Oxford University Press.

Childe V.G, (1950), ‘The Urban Revolution’, Town planning review 21:3-17

Joshua 6:1-26, Holy Bible: Good News Bible.

Lloyd C. (2012), ‘What on Earth Happened?’, London, Bloomsbury PLC

Nigro L. (2010), ‘When the Walls Tumble Down: Jericho: rise and collapse of an early Bronze age Palestinian city’, Rome, University of Rome "La Sapienza"

Matthiae P. (2009), ‘The Standard of the maliktum of Ebla in the Royal Archives Period’, Rome, Walter de Gruyter, DOI 1515/ZA.2009.008

Milano L. (1995), ‘Ebla: A Third-Millennium City-State in Ancient Syria’, Civilizations of the Ancient Near East, 2, 1219-30.

Pfälzner P. (2012), ‘Chapter 41: Levantine Kingdoms of the Late Bronze Age’, in Potts D.T (ed.) A Companion to the Archaeology of the Ancient Near East, pp770-796, University of Oxford

Rothman M.S (2004), ‘Studying the Development of Complex Society: Mesopotamia in the Late Fifth and Fourth Millennia BC’, Journal of Archaeological Research, Vol. 12, No. 1, pp75-119

Trigger B.G, (2007), ‘Understanding early civilizations: a comparative study’, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press

Wengrow D. (2010), ‘What Makes Civilization? The Ancient Near East and the Future of the West’, Oxford, OUP Oxford

Wijngaarden G.J.V (2002), ‘Ugarit’, Use and Appreciation of Mycenaean Pottery in the Levant, Cyprus and Italy, Netherlands, Amsterdam University Press, Accessed from: https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt45kdgc.8, First Accessed: 21st April 2020 

image3.png
:
Al

ik





image4.png




image1.png




image2.jpeg




